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Methods

The most frequent code was “issues of identity,” and the second
most frequent code was “politicization of the pandemic.” Issues of
trust/distrust were also common; summed, these codes were more
frequent than the politicization code. “Conflict with family and
friends” was the least common but arose in all three interviews
(Table 1).

Results

In order to address these questions, the first two authors conducted semi-structured interviews of three university students using a
collaboratively built interview protocol. Interviews were audio recorded and transcribed using voice-recognition software.
Open coding of one interview was initially performed to identify emergent themes in the dataset. These were defined as codes through
discussion, and then all three authors re-coded the same interview to establish acceptable inter-rater reliability. Then, the first author coded all
three interviews for the “politicization of the pandemic” code; the second author coded for the “issues of identity” code, and the third author
coded for the trust/distrust codes. Coding was performed in NVivo 12.

Reflect back on the past 2
weeks. Have you done any
of the following activities?
Gone to the movies
Gone to a party

Gone to the beach

Gone to a bar
Gone to the grocery store

Think about the people in
your life who are
important to you.
What are their general
feelings about the COVID19 pandemic, socialdistancing, and vaccination
against the coronavirus?

Here is some data on how
effective the vaccines are
against becoming infected
with COVID-19 but
showing no symptoms of
their infection. Just take a
moment to examine these
data. What do you think
the take-home-message is
from these data?

In general, do you trust
scientists?

In general, do you trust
the CDC?

To visualize coding similarity among codes, a cluster analysis was performed in NVivo 12, using the Jaccard’s coefficient as the similarity metric.
Codes were clustered by coding similarity.

Reflect back on the past
year.

Staying home when
possible

How do you think your
engagement in these
behaviors has changed
over the past year?
Wearing a mask
Staying 6-feet away from
others
Washing your hands often

The data you just
evaluated were the data
the CDC used to justify
removing the mask
requirement among
people who are fully
vaccinated in May of 2021.
What recommendation
would you have made
about mask requirements?

Figure 1. Sample questions from interview protocol for semi-structured interviews administered via Zoom.
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Frequencies of codes indicate that issues of identity and
trust/distrust arise often when college/university students are
reasoning about their decisions regarding the pandemic. Further,
trust codes (i.e., trust of both scientists and the CDC) and issues of
identity and politicization have high coding similarity compared to
distrust codes. This indicates that students discussing the
politicization of the pandemic are likely discussing them in
reference to their own identity and their trust of the CDC and
scientists, whereas when they are discussing distrust of the CDC
and scientists, it is likely to be when discussing identity and
pandemic politicization.

Conclusion

Figure 2. Cluster map of codes according to coding
similarity across three student interviews.

Code
Conflict with family and friends
Distrust in CDC
Distrust in scientists
Issues of identity
Politicization of the pandemic
Trust in CDC
Trust in scientists

Table 1. Frequency of codes across three student interviews.

Cluster analysis reveals that distrust of scientists and the CDC are
likely to occur similarly, while trust of both the CDC and scientists
are likely to be coded similarly to issues of identity and
politicization (Figure 2).

Research Questions:
1. To what extent do college/university students consider their trust in scientists and the Centers for Disease Control when making decisions
related to the pandemic?
2. To what extent is college/university students’ decision-making related to the pandemic influenced by issues of identity?
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University Students’ Trust in Scientists and the CDC When Evaluating
Information about the COVID-19 Pandemic

Abstract
COVID-19 is an infectious disease caused by the SARS-Cov-2 virus,
which likely emerged through a spillover from a viral reservoir bat
population in China in late 2019. Since that time, COVID-19 has
caused more than 5.22 million deaths worldwide. The SARS-Cov-2
causes respiratory illness and is especially serious for those with
chronic illness, including cardiovascular disease and diabetes.
Despite evidence that masking, vaccination, and social distancing
prevent illness, such measures are controversial among some
ideologies. We embarked on this study to better understand how
college and university students evaluate scientific information
related to the pandemic in this contentious context. College and
university students are of particular interest because they are
emerging adults, undergoing substantial identity development as
they differentiate their unique identities from that of parents and
other influential adults. Through semi-structured clinical
interviews, we investigate college and university students’ selfreported social-distancing behaviors, opinions about the
pandemic, distrust and trust in scientists and the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), and reasoning patterns
when evaluating information related to the pandemic. The first two
presenters, student near-peers, conducted the interviews of five
university students. Interviews were transcribed and qualitatively
coded by both presenters and their mentor. Emergent codes
included politicization of the pandemic, dis/trust in the CDC,
dis/trust of scientists, pandemic-related conflict with family/friends,
and issues of identity. A cluster analysis among codes reveals
associations and patterns among these codes. This allows the
researchers to construct evidence-based hypotheses to explain
how social expectations related to the pandemic influence college
and student identity development.

Introduction
Two years ago, the COVID-19 pandemic began to call upon all of
society to apply their scientific literacy. The pandemic was quickly
politicized, and much decision-making regarding the pandemic,
such as whether to be vaccinated or socially distance, has become
politically motivated. Reasoning about the pandemic has become a
prime example of motivated reasoning (Kunda, 1990), in which the
goal of one’s evaluation of available information is either to be
accurate in its interpretation or to reinforce pre-existing ideals. The
pandemic has become an issue for which science denial, or the
“systematic rejection of empirical evidence avoid undesirable facts
or conclusions” (Liu, 2012, p. 129) is common; such science denial
endangers society’s ability to deal with global threats (Kienhues et
al., 2020), such as pandemics. Misinformation about the pandemic
abounds because 1). People often accept information without
critical examination, even when it is false, and 2). People often
reject accurate information if it contradicts with their worldview
(Sharon & Baram-Tsabari, 2018). Thus, when understanding how
college students, who are deeply involved in identity development,
make decisions about the pandemic ,it is important to consider
issues of identity. Further, as college students seek accurate
information, there has been a significant toll on their mental health
(Wang, 2020), thereby demonstrating the need for greater
understanding of how they are making sense of conflicting
information. Our goal is to understand college students’ reasoning
throughout the pandemic regarding social distancing, including
whether and why they trust the CDC and scientists, and how these
reasoning patterns relate to issues of identity, such as how they
self-identify.

